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Aerial surveys of the beluga whale (Delphinapterus leucas) population 
in Cook Inlet, Alaska, were flown during the summers of 1993-97 to study the 
distribution and status of this small, isolated stock which has an annual 
subsistence take.  The surveys provided a thorough coverage of the coastal areas 
around the entire inlet (1,388 km) as well as up to 1,500 km of offshore 
transects most years.  Coastal transects were flown 1.4 km offshore and well up 
each river, and offshore transects covered a strip width of approximately 2 km.  
Therefore, one or more times each year, systematic searches covered 
approximately 30% of the entire inlet and 100% of the coastal areas, where 
belugas were expected.  All of the surveys were flown at 244 m altitude and 
approximately 185 km/hr using twin-engine, high-wing aircraft with bubble 
windows.   Paired, independent searches and counts were conducted from the 
left (coastal) side of the aircraft, while a single observer searched on the right.  

Most (56-89%) of the beluga whales were in the northwest corner of 
Cook Inlet near the mouth of the Susitna River, except in 1997 when most 
(61%) were in the northeast corner, in Knik Arm.  A small group (10-50 whales) 
was consistently found just south of Anchorage near the Chickaloon River.  Other 
groups (generally <20 whales) occasionally occurred near other river mouths 
of the upper inlet but only rarely in the lower inlet.  Sightings in September were 
more dispersed than in June and July.  There appears to be a strong affinity to 
river mouths or delta channels where fish runs are constricted.  Comparing our 
surveys to others made over the past 20 years indicates there has been a 
decrease in the distribution of sightings except in the northwest corner of Cook 
Inlet where the hunt occurs.  Medians of our aerial counts have ranged from 
264 to 361, but an absolute abundance cannot be calculated until a tagging 
program and video analysis are complete.  There is no clear evidence that these 
counts have declined in the past 5 years.

Figure 1:  Beluga whale sightings made during hydrographic surveys in Cook 
Inlet during June and July 1974-75.  Dashed areas indicate mud flats exposed at 
low tide.  Note that most of the sightings were well offshore, and many sightings 
occurred below the E/W Forelands.
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Figure 2: Aerial survey tracklines and beluga whale 
groups seen 2-5 June 1993.  Note that virtually all of the 
sightings were nearshore in Upper Cook Inlet, and 56% 
were near the Big Susitna River.

Figure 3:  Aerial sur vey tracklines and beluga whale 
groups seen 25-29 July 1993.  Note that all of the 
sightings were nearshore in Upper Cook Inlet, and 
74% were near the Big Susitna River.

Figure 4: Aerial survey tracklines and beluga whale 
groups seen 3-9 September 1993.  Note that most 
(77%) of the sightings were nearshore in Upper Cook 
Inlet.  Unlike sur veys in June and July, in September 
most whales were seen in Knik and Turnagain Arms.

Figure 5: Aerial survey tracklines and beluga whale 
groups seen 1-5 June 1994.  Note that virtually all of the 
sightings were nearshore in Upper Cook Inlet, and 91% 
were near the Big Susitna River.  Only 3 small groups 
were seen in the Lower Inlet.

Figure 6: Aerial survey tracklines and beluga whale 
groups seen 18-26 July 1995.  Note that virtually all of 
the sightings were nearshore in Upper Cook Inlet, and 
89% were near the Big Susitna River.  Only one small 
group was seen in the Lower Inlet.

Figure 7: Aerial survey tracklines and beluga whale 
groups seen 11-17 June 1996.  Note that all of the 
sightings were nearshore in Upper Cook Inlet, and 
81% were near the Big Susitna River.  No beluga whales 
were seen in the Lower Inlet.

Figure 8: Aerial survey tracklines and beluga whale 
groups seen 8-10 June 1997.  Note that virtually all of 
the sightings were nearshore in Upper Cook Inlet.  
Only one whale was seen in the Lower Inlet.   
Relatively fewer (28%) were near the Susitna Rivers 
than in other years (56-91%), and more (61%) were 
in Knik Arm than in other years (0-23%), perhaps a 
function of an El Nino affect on fish runs. Designed by Thomas Cunningham and Wendy Carlson

AFSC Graphics Unit

MOST PA HD EN RA ICCI  AN DA ME IC N
IO S 

L T

A R

N A
TO I IOT

A N

N

U E.S C. RD EE MPA MR OT CM  FEN  OT


